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Section 4 Becoming Automated: 
A How-To Guide

Options for
Submitting Data
Electronically
See 11-19-93 rule S.208.108(b); page
61023 2. They may enter into a contract with another party to have their data

Industry members have two basic options for complying with the automation
requirements of this rule:

1. They may acquire the necessary computer hardware and software to
transmit data to TRACS, or

transmitted for them.

This section addresses requirements for preparing data for electronic submission and
provides more information about third-party contractual arrangements.

Acquiring Software
and Hardware

The following sections address software and hardware requirements for preparing
data for electronic submission.

Industry members with technical questions about the software and hardware
information provided in this section can contact the TRACS Hotline at 1-800-767-
7588.  Although the Hotline staff may not provide information or recommendations
about specific software/hardware vendors, they can answer technical questions you
may have.

Computer Software
Requirements

See 11-19-93 rule S.208.108(e); page
61023

In order for data to be transmitted to TRACS, the information must be arranged in a
precisely specified file format.  The Monthly Activity Transmission (MAT) User's
Guide details this required software data format—record layouts and field
characteristics—for all TRACS data transmitted to and from HUD.  Written for a
more technical audience, the file format information described in the MAT User's
Guide is most useful for computer professionals.

A number of commercial software firms have developed software to format and edit
data so that it can be accepted and processed by TRACS in the required MAT format.

Information on such software can be obtained through:
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< Vendor advertising 
< Trade journals 
< Trade organizations 
< Other industry members

Most software vendors  that  have developed software for processing certifications
and vouchers also offer TRACS submission software as an update or supplement to
their existing HUD software.

Computer Hardware
Requirements

The following paragraphs establish the TRACS hardware requirements for computers
and modems.  The requirements are oriented toward a personal computer
environment; this makes automation more accessible for the majority of owners and
agents.   

These requirements may appear daunting for someone not familiar with computers.
In fact, they can be satisfied by many of the common personal computer
configurations being marketed today in a wide variety of stores and catalogs. The
specific requirements are presented in Table 4-1, shown below.

 Table 4-1 : 
Hardware Requirements

Computer Your computer may be an IBM PC, XT, AT, 386, 486,
Pentium, or PS/2 (or compatible) using PC-DOS or MS-
DOS, version 2.1 or later, and it must be connected to
telephone lines by a modem to allow transmission of data
files.

Monitor The monitor may be monochrome or color and you can
use a CGA,  EGA, VGA, or monochrome display adapter.

Hard Disk Drive Your computer must have a minimum of 400K bytes of
available RAM.  Approximately 2.5 megabytes of available
hard disk space is also required. 

Modem
(for electronic

submission)

You may use either an internal or external asynchronous
modem to transmit data.  The TRACS electronic mail
software package is preconfigured for a Hayes
SmartModem (or compatible). If you have a different type
of modem, you can indicate this when you configure your
system.  Speed and other modem types supported are: 
300 BPS - Bell 103 or compatible; 1200 BPS - Bell 212A
or compatible; 2400 bps - V.22bis compatible; 9600 BPS -
V.32, V.42, V.29 compatible.

Printer Your printer must be able to print at least 80 characters
per line and must have a form feed feature to start new
pages.  Although the TRACS electronic mail software
package is pre-configured for a parallel printer interface
(LPT1, LPT2, or LPT3), you can reconfigure your system
to use a serial printer.
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Acquiring Data
Transmission

Services Through
a Third Party or
Service Center

See 11-19-93 rule, S.208.112(e)

For smaller or partially assisted industry members and State agencies
administering only one project who determine that the purchase of computer
hardware and software is not cost effective, there are existing service bureaus
operated by private companies which currently prepare the HUD paperwork and have
updated their software to comply with the TRACS electronic transmission criteria.

Additionally, local management agents/associations and agents with centralized
facilities now act as service centers for smaller or partially-assisted industry.  These
groups have established fees at levels to remain competitive.  HUD allows this market
to regulate itself.

Information on service centers or third party contractors can be obtained through:
< Company advertising 
< Trade journals 
< Trade organizations 
< Other industry members

Costs of
Automation as a
Project Expense

See 11-19-93 rule S.208.112(a)(b)(c)(d); 
page 61023  

See 8-24-94 rule, S.208.112(e); page
43474

Industry members have the option of purchasing computer hardware and software,
or contracting for these services.  The cost for either selected option is considered a
legitimate project operating cost.  Therefore, these costs may be considered normal
project operating expense, an expense item for processing rent increases, a loan from
the Reserve Fund for Replacement and repaid within five years of the release, or a
release from the Residual Receipts account.  As such, the costs can be included in
annual budgets submitted to the field office/Contract Administrator.

While HUD does not set precise costs, field office staff and industry members should
be governed by the fact that prevailing costs for computer hardware and software may
differ in each area of the country.  The cost of personal computers has fallen, and
equipment that meets the TRACS requirements is relatively inexpensive.

A review of the business portion of your local newspaper can assist industry and field
offices in determining prevailing costs in your area.

Submitting Data
Electronically

This section introduces the TRACS Telemail process, describes the PC SprintMail
software and the SprintMail network, explains TRACS mailbox access, and presents
a MAT error and TRACS discrepancy message flow.

Introducing
Telemail

The TRACS Telemail data transmission process allows for the direct transmission of
Tenant certification data between industry participants and TRACS via the SprintMail
network.  The TRACS Telemail software works with the SprintMail network and
allows TRACS to process records the same day they are received and then return
MAT error messages and TRACS discrepancy messages to participant SprintMail
mailboxes on the next day.  

This short turn around time allows owner/agents to respond to errors and
discrepancies quickly and improve the quality of data stored in TRACS.
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Introducing PC
SprintMail and the

SprintMail Network

PC SprintMail software is an electronic communications package which enables you
to connect your personal computer to the SprintMail electronic mail network when
the software is installed on a computer connected to telephone lines via a modem.  

The SprintMail network is a computer-based electronic messaging and information
distribution service.

If an industry participant's proprietary software has no electronic mail capabilities, PC
SprintMail software can be used as the communications link to TRACS.  Industry
participants can use this software to electronically transmit HUD-50059 data files
(already formatted in the prescribed MAT format) to TRACS.  Other communications
software can be used if it is compatible; however, in order to transmit data, the
mailbox ID and Sprint access number must be obtained from the TRACS Hotline.

TRACS Mailbox
Access

Your SprintMail network user name, also called your "TRACS ID Number" and the
PC SprintMail software is included with the PC SprintMail Electronic Information
Packet.  Installing PC SprintMail or using your proprietary software electronic mail
capability and using your TRACS ID gives you access to your TRACS SprintMail
mailbox.  This mailbox is a holding place for your incoming and outgoing messages,
much like a U.S. postal service mail box, only in an electronic format.  SprintMail box
users must check their mailboxes on a daily basis.

Obtain PC SprintMail
Software
from the

TRACS/MTCS Hotline

Industry participants can obtain PC SprintMail software from the TRACS Hotline free
of charge; in addition, there is no charge for using the SprintMail network to transmit
MAT-formatted data to TRACS.  Call the Hotline at 1-800-767-7588 8:00 am -
8:00 pm Eastern Standard Time, Monday - Friday and ask for the PC SprintMail
Electronic Information Packet.  Also called the Blue Book, this blue packet contains
more detailed information regarding electronic submission of certification data to
HUD using PC SprintMail software.  The packet covers hardware requirements,
configuration information, installation instructions, and operating instructions for PC
SprintMail software.

Understanding
Message Flow and

SprintMail

TRACS also uses the SprintMail electronic mail network and your SprintMail mailbox
to acknowledge the receipt of transmissions, upon request, and to relay any MAT
errors or TRACS discrepancies encountered in processing.  Industry participants
should always retain a copy of the transmission until an acknowledgment response
is received from TRACS indicating records were received and processed error free.


